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SURVEY FRANCE

Black, blanc, beur 

Search 
archive 

NESTLING at the foot of pink Provençal cliffs, 
surrounded by fragrant pine and almond trees, lies 
the soulless 1960s new town of Vitrolles, built to 
house workers recruited in northern France and 
Algeria for the factories nearby. Since 1997, its 
concrete town hall, with the words Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité inscribed 
above its doors, has been controlled by the far-right National Front. The 
mayor is Catherine Mégret, wife of Bruno, leader of one half of the now-split 
party. 

Far-right parties have prospered on the unsavoury fringes of many European 
countries. But France’s National Front, which when still intact gathered 15% 
of all votes, has proved peculiarly tenacious. It may now be torn in two, after 
Jean-Marie Le Pen, its bombastic previous commander-in-chief, and Mr 
Mégret, then his number two, fell out in a power struggle late last year. But it 
continues to cast a menacing shadow over French politics, not least because 
its success divides the mainstream right. And one of the reasons the far right 
has been able to flourish is the myth of French homogeneity—a feature of the 
French model. 

The recruiting slogan for the far right is “the French first”. At the centre of 
Mr Mégret’s scheme, for instance, is “national preference”: giving priority to 
French people in welfare benefits, jobs, housing or anything else. In Vitrolles, 
his wife has been obediently putting his vision into practice. “National 
preference”, declares her husband, a small, fastidiously neat man, “is simply 
the national expression of patriotism, the love of your country. Patriotism is 
not the same as racism.” 

France is a melting 
pot, but refuses to 
accept it 
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Frenchmen with attitude 

(YHQ LI \RX WDNH VXFK UHPDUNV DW IDFH YDOXH� \RX DUH OHIW ZLWK D
SUREOHP� LW LV QR ORQJHU PHDQLQJIXO WR VHSDUDWH WKH )UHQFK³RU WKH
IUDQoDLV GH VRXFKH �WKRVH RI ´UHDOµ )UHQFK VWRFN�� FRGH IRU ZKLWHV³
IURP IRUHLJQHUV� 7KH FKLOGUHQ DQG JUDQGFKLOGUHQ RI $OJHULDQV RU
0RURFFDQV ZKR VWHSSHG RII WKH ERDWV LQ 0DUVHLOOHV LQ WKH ����V DUH
)UHQFK� 7KH FORVHVW PDQ\ RI WKHP KDYH HYHU EHHQ WR 1RUWK $IULFD LV
WKH ORFDO 0RURFFDQ UHVWDXUDQW� %XW EHFDXVH )UDQFH SULGHV LWVHOI RQ
WXUQLQJ LWV QHZFRPHUV LQWR )UHQFKPHQ³D KLVWRULFDO LPSXOVH
UHDFKLQJ EDFN WR WKH UHYROXWLRQ³LW LV GLIILFXOW WR ILQG VSDFH IRU DQ
LGHQWLW\ WKDW LV QHLWKHU )UHQFK QRU IRUHLJQ� ´)UDQFH LV DIUDLG RI LWVHOI�µ
VD\V 0RXORXG $RXQLW� RI WKH 0RYHPHQW DJDLQVW 5DFLVP DQG IRU
)ULHQGVKLS EHWZHHQ 3HRSOH� D SUHVVXUH JURXS� ´EHFDXVH LW LV D
FRXQWU\ RI LPPLJUDWLRQ� EXW KDV QHYHU DFFHSWHG LWVHOI DV VXFK�µ

,Q ����� VRPH �P RI )UDQFH·V WKHQ SRSXODWLRQ RI DERXW ��P ZHUH
IRUHLJQHUV� 1RUWK $IULFDQV EHJDQ WR DUULYH IURP ����� 6XFFHVVLYH
ZDYHV RI LPPLJUDQWV ZHUH UHFUXLWHG WR ZRUN LQ FDU IDFWRULHV�
FKHPLFDO SODQWV DQG VWHHOZRUNV� %\ WKH HQG RI WKH ����V WKHUH ZHUH
�P IRUHLJQHUV LQ WKH FRXQWU\� DERXW �� RI WKH SRSXODWLRQ �PRUH
WKDQ WRGD\·V ���� D MXPEOH RI %HOJLDQV� ,WDOLDQV� 3ROHV� $UPHQLDQV
DQG 0RURFFDQV� ,Q ����� WKH UDWH RI LPPLJUDWLRQ LQWR )UDQFH ZDV
KLJKHU WKDQ LQWR $PHULFD� 7KURXJKRXW WKH ����V� )UDQFH UHFUXLWHG
VWHDGLO\ IURP 1RUWK $IULFD� 3RUWXJDO DQG <XJRVODYLD� $QG VWLOO WKH
)UHQFK� UHDUHG RQ WKH UHSXEOLFDQ UHYROXWLRQDU\ OHJHQG RI D VLQJOH
KRPRJHQRXV QDWLRQ� KDG QRW FRPH WR WHUPV ZLWK WKH LGHD WKDW WKHVH
´IRUHLJQHUVµ ZHUH WKHUH WR VWD\�

7KH P\WK RI KRPRJHQHLW\ PDNHV LW DOO WKH KDUGHU IRU WKH FKLOGUHQ
DQG JUDQGFKLOGUHQ RI LPPLJUDQWV WR ILQG D SODFH IRU WKHPVHOYHV LQ
)UDQFH� $QG LW PDNHV LW DOO WKH HDVLHU IRU WKH IDU ULJKW WR SHUVXDGH
ZRUULHG YRWHUV WKDW WKHLU QDWLRQDO LGHQWLW\ LV EHLQJ ´FRQWDPLQDWHGµ
E\ IRUHLJQHUV� 7KH VLOHQW IRUHLJQ LQYDVLRQ� ZURWH 0U 0pJUHW LQ D
SDPSKOHW ODVW \HDU� ´SXWV WKH YHU\ LGHQWLW\ RI RXU QDWLRQ LQ SHULO�
:KR FDQ EHOLHYH WKDW RXU QDWLRQ� DQ ROG (XURSHDQ DQG &KULVWLDQ
ODQG� ZLOO UHPDLQ WKH VDPH LI WRPRUURZ RXU FRXQWU\ EHFRPHV
FRYHUHG LQ PRVTXHV"µ

,Q $PHULFD� \RX FDQ EH D K\SKHQDWHG�$PHULFDQ� SDUW RI WZR FXOWXUHV
DW RQFH� ,Q )UDQFH� \RX DUH HLWKHU )UHQFK RU \RX DUH QRW� WKHUH LV QR
FXOWXUDO KDOI�ZD\ KRXVH� 7KLV LV ZK\ IRUHLJQHUV ZKR GUHVV RU ORRN
GLIIHUHQW� KRZHYHU LQWHJUDWHG WKH\ PD\ IHHO� JHW WUHDWHG EDGO\� 7KLV
LV DOVR ZK\ SHRSOH OLNH 0U 0pJUHW SRQWLILFDWH DERXW WKH QHHG WR
FRXQWHU ´$QJOR�6D[RQ SUHVVXUHVµ WR VDYH WKH FRXQWU\ IURP WKH
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GUHDGHG $PHULFDQ PHOWLQJ�SRW� 7KLV LV ZK\ WKH 1DWLRQDO )URQW ZDQWV
WR ´VHQG KRPHµ �P LPPLJUDQWV� $QG WKLV LV ZK\ 0UV 0pJUHW KDV
UHQDPHG KHU WRZQ 9LWUROOHV�HQ�3URYHQFH� DQG FKDQJHG WKH 3ODFH
1HOVRQ 0DQGHOD LQWR WKH 3ODFH GH 3URYHQFH�

A war on two fronts 
Just down the road from the National Front’s control room in the Vitrolles 
town hall lies the Lycée Pierre Mendès-France. On a Friday evening, dozens 
of teenage French schoolchildren, mostly of North African origin, are hanging 
about on the terrace waiting for a rock concert, part of national anti-racism 
week organised by SOS Racism, a pressure group. “1=1; intolerance=0”, 
declare anti-racist posters pinned to the walls. In their Nike baseball caps, 
baggy tracksuit bottoms and sweatshirts emblazoned “Yankees”, these 
teenagers are culturally a world away from Mr and Mrs Mégret, but legally as 
French as they are. This is the other side of France: young, defiant, multiracial 
and inspired by America. And the National Front cannot interfere, as schools 
are not a municipal responsibility. 

Against the odds, French youngsters like these are carving a space for 
themselves, albeit one filled with resentment. The word beur (meaning Arab) 
is a badge of pride, and the little litany of “black, blanc, beur” has become an 
emblem of the young, integrated, streetwise French. They have invented their 
own slang, verlan, which inverts the syllables of standard French. There has 
been an explosion of popular French rap groups such as “Nique Ta 
Mère” (Screw Your Mother), their names and their anger inspired as much by 
the Bronx as by the suburbs of Marseilles. “We’ve got nothing to lose 
because we’ve never had a thing,” goes one rap. “If I were you, I wouldn’t 
sleep soundly; the bourgeoisie should tremble, the rabble is in town.” 

More far-reaching in lifting the self-confidence of young beurs, and in 
liberating the French from their narrow self-perception, was the country’s 
victory at the football world cup last year. The French national team was a 
genuine mix of black, blanc and beur, the greatest hero among them Zinedine 
Zidane, the French son of Algerian immigrants. “What better example of our 
unity and our diversity than this magnificent team?”, declared Mr Jospin. A 
million people poured on to the Champs Elysées in Paris to celebrate, the 
bourgeois in their Barbour jackets, some of the beurs waving Algerian flags, 
and nobody seeming to mind. France saw a new reflection of itself, and liked 
it. “They would have cheered just as loudly if they had all been white,” 
grumbles Mr Mégret, “perhaps even more.” 

Since that famous victory, the spirit of the world cup has drifted. Perhaps 
there has been a tip-toe of a change, but the restless young beurs in the 
suburbs still have no jobs; and the unemployed white voters of Vitrolles still 
believe that the beurs have pinched theirs. All the insecurities and anxieties of 
ordinary Frenchmen still crowd into the National Front. 

The far right has been written off as a spent force many times in the past, only 
to bounce stubbornly back. Even if the two National Fronts separately fail to 
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bag as many votes as they did together, the appeal of xenophobia will not 
have been lost on the mainstream right, currently in disarray and casting about 
for a new message. Already last year five mainstream right-wing regional 
presidents, seduced by Mr Mégret’s quiet policy of what he calls 
dédiabolisation (a bid to win respectability), formed pacts with the National 
Front to try to hang on to power; all were expelled from their party. If 
nothing else, the rise of the National Front seems to have made racism less 
unacceptable in French people’s minds. In an official poll in March, two-fifths 
of the respondents had no qualms declaring that they were “quite” or “a little 
bit” racist. And 51% said they thought there were “too many Arabs” in 
France. France may be changing, but in this respect—as in so many others—
the French are still not ready to accept it. 


